How to Safely Get Rid of Wasps and Bees
in Your Florida Home

Living in Florida means enjoying beautiful weather year-round, but it also means
sharing our outdoor spaces with a variety of stinging insects. Whether you’re hosting a
backyard barbecue in Palm Beach or gardening in Martin County, encountering wasps
and bees is almost inevitable in our subtropical climate. While these insects play a
crucial role in our local ecosystem, having them nest too close to your home can be a
real safety concern for your family and pets. In this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk
you through how to identify common Florida stinging insects, the safest ways to deal
with them, and when it’s time to call in the professionals.

Identifying Common Stinging Insects in Florida

Before you can safely address a stinging insect problem, you need to know exactly
what you’re dealing with. Florida’s warm, humid environment is home to several
species of wasps and bees, each with distinct appearances and behaviors.

Paper Wasps

Paper wasps are incredibly common across Broward and St. Lucie counties. They get
their name from the umbrella-shaped nests they build out of a paper-like material,
which they create by chewing wood fibers and mixing them with their saliva. You’ll
often find these nests hanging from the eaves of your roof, under porch ceilings, or
tucked inside dense shrubs. Paper wasps have long, slender bodies with dangling legs
when they fly. They are generally not aggressive unless their nest is threatened, but
their sting can be quite painful.

Yellow Jackets

Yellow jackets are among the most aggressive stinging insects you might encounter in
Florida. They are easily recognizable by their stark black and yellow striped bodies and
their rapid, darting flight patterns. Unlike paper wasps, yellow jackets typically build



their nests underground in abandoned rodent burrows or within the hollows of trees
and walls. Because their nests can house thousands of highly defensive individuals,
accidentally stepping on or mowing near a yellow jacket nest can result in a dangerous
swarming attack.

Mud Daubers

Mud daubers are solitary wasps that are generally more of a nuisance than a threat.
They are characterized by their extremely long, thin “waists” and are usually black,
sometimes with pale markings or a metallic blue sheen. As their name suggests, they
construct small, tube-like nests out of mud, often attaching them to the sides of
houses, under eaves, or inside garages and sheds. Mud daubers rarely sting humans;
they are much more interested in hunting spiders to provision their nests.

Honey Bees

Honey bees are the familiar, fuzzy, golden-brown insects that are vital to our
agricultural systems and natural habitats. They live in large, complex colonies and
build wax honeycombs. In the wild, they often nest in hollow trees, but they can
sometimes find their way into wall voids or attics. Honey bees are generally docile
when foraging for nectar and pollen, but they will fiercely defend their hive if they feel
itis under attack.

Carpenter Bees

Carpenter bees look very similar to bumblebees, but they have shiny, hairless black
abdomens. Rather than living in large colonies, female carpenter bees bore perfectly
round, half-inch holes into unpainted or weathered wood to lay their eggs. You might
notice them hovering aggressively near the eaves, decks, or wooden siding of your
home. While the males can be territorial and dart at you, they actually lack a stinger.
The females can sting, but rarely do so unless handled.

Understanding the Difference Between Wasps and
Bees

While both wasps and bees can deliver a painful sting, understanding the differences
between them is key to managing them effectively and responsibly.



Aggression Levels

One of the most significant differences is their level of aggression. Wasps, particularly
yellow jackets and hornets, are naturally more aggressive and territorial. They are
predatory insects that hunt other bugs to feed their young, and they have smooth
stingers that allow them to sting multiple times without dying. Bees, on the other
hand, are generally less aggressive. They are focused on gathering nectar and pollen. A
honey bee’s stinger is barbed, meaning that if it stings a human, the stinger becomes
lodged in the skin, and the bee dies shortly after. Therefore, a honey bee will only sting
as a last resort to protect its hive.

Nesting Habits

Wasps typically build their nests out of a papery pulp or mud, and their colonies
usually die off in the winter, with only the newly mated queens surviving to start new
colonies in the spring. In Florida’s mild climate, however, some wasp nests can persist
longer. Bees, specifically honey bees, build complex wax hives and their colonies can
survive for years, staying active throughout the Florida winter.

Ecological Roles

Both play important but different roles in the ecosystem. Wasps are natural pest
controllers; they hunt and consume a vast number of other insects, including
caterpillars and flies, helping to keep pest populations in check. Bees are the world’s
most important pollinators. Without them, many of the fruits, vegetables, and flowers
we rely on would struggle to survive.

The Ecological Importance of Bees

It is impossible to overstate the importance of bees to our environment and our food
supply. As they travel from flower to flower collecting nectar, they transfer pollen,
facilitating the reproduction of countless plant species. This process of pollination is
essential for the growth of many crops that make up a significant portion of our diet.

Because of their critical role, protecting bee populations is a priority. When dealing
with stinging insects on your property, it is crucial to properly identify them to ensure
that beneficial honey bees are not unnecessarily harmed. If you have a honey bee
swarm or hive on your property, extermination should never be your first choice.



Florida Law on Honey Bee Removal

Because of the immense value of honey bees to the state’s agriculture and ecosystem,
Florida has specific regulations regarding their removal. Under Rule 5E-14.151 of the
Florida Administrative Code (FAC), the state strongly encourages the live removal and
relocation of honey bees whenever possible.

If you discover a honey bee hive on your property, the best course of action is to
contact a registered Florida beekeeper or a specialized live bee removal service. These
professionals have the knowledge and equipment to safely extract the bees, the comb,
and the honey, and relocate the entire colony to an apiary where they can continue
their vital pollination work safely away from your family. Eradicating a honey bee hive
is generally considered a last resort, reserved only for situations where the hive poses
an immediate and unavoidable threat to human safety and live removal is deemed
impossible.

Safe Methods for Treating Small Wasp Nests

If you have identified a small paper wasp nest on your property and feel confident
tackling it yourself, safety must be your top priority. Here is how to handle minor wasp
issues effectively:

Timing is Everything

Never attempt to treat a wasp nest during the middle of the day when the insects are
highly active and coming and going from the nest. The safest time to treat a wasp nest
is at dusk or very early in the morning. During these times, the temperature is cooler,
the wasps are less active, and most of the colony will be resting inside the nest,
ensuring your treatment is as effective as possible.

Using Aerosol Wasp Sprays

For small, visible nests, a specialized aerosol wasp and hornet spray is usually the
most effective DIY method. These sprays are designed to shoot a stream of insecticide
up to 20 feet, allowing you to treat the nest from a safe distance. Read and follow all
label instructions carefully. Aim directly at the opening of the nest and spray
thoroughly to saturate it.



Protective Clothing

Even when treating a nest at dusk, you must protect yourself. Wear thick, long-sleeved
clothing, long pants, closed-toe shoes, and gloves. If possible, wear a hat and
protective eyewear. Ensure there is no exposed skin where a startled wasp could land
and sting.

Plan Your Escape Route

Before you spray, plan your exit strategy. Once you apply the spray, the wasps will
likely become agitated before the insecticide takes effect. Have a clear, unobstructed
path to retreat indoors quickly and safely. Do not stand directly underneath a nest
when spraying, as the wasps (and the pesticide) will fall downward.

Dealing with Yellow Jackets: A Warning

While a small paper wasp nest might be manageable for a homeowner, yellow jackets
are an entirely different story. Because they often nest underground, it is incredibly
difficult to gauge the size of the colony, which can easily contain thousands of highly
aggressive wasps.

Attempting to treat a ground nest with over-the-counter sprays or, worse, pouring
gasoline or boiling water down the hole, is extremely dangerous and rarely effective.
Agitating a yellow jacket nest can result in a massive swarm, leading to dozens or
hundreds of stings in a matter of seconds. If you locate a yellow jacket nest on your
property, professional removal is strongly recommended. The risk of severe injury is
simply too high for DIY methods.

Preventing Wasps from Building Nests

The best way to deal with stinging insects is to prevent them from setting up camp on
your property in the first place. By making your home less attractive to wasps, you can
significantly reduce the chances of a dangerous encounter.



Seal Eaves and Cracks

Wasps are always looking for sheltered spots to build their nests. Inspect the exterior
of your home regularly, paying close attention to the eaves, soffits, and areas around
windows and doors. Use a high-quality silicone caulk to seal any cracks, crevices, or
gaps where wasps might try to squeeze in. Ensure that all attic and crawl space vents
are fitted with tight, intact screens.

Remove Food Sources

Wasps are attracted to food, particularly sweet liquids and proteins. Keep your
outdoor garbage cans tightly sealed with secure lids. If you compost, ensure your
compost bin is covered. When dining outdoors, keep food covered until it’s time to eat,
and clean up spills—especially sugary drinks—immediately. In the late summer and
fall, yellow jackets become particularly aggressive scavengers, so extra vigilance is
required around outdoor food.

Decoy Nests

Some homeowners find success using decoy wasp nests. Wasps are territorial and will
often avoid building a nest if they believe another colony has already claimed the area.
Hanging a crumpled brown paper bag or a commercially available decoy nest under
your eaves early in the spring can sometimes deter them from settling nearby.

Regular Inspection

Make it a habit to walk the perimeter of your home every few weeks during the warmer
months. Catching a wasp nest when it is the size of a golf ball is much easier and safer
than dealing with it when it reaches the size of a basketball. Check under eaves, inside
sheds, under patio furniture, and around playground equipment.

What to Do If Stung

Despite your best efforts, stings can happen. Knowing how to react can minimize the
pain and help you identify if a more serious reaction is occurring.



Basic First Aid

If you are stung by a bee, the first step is to remove the stinger as quickly as possible.
Do not squeeze the stinger with tweezers, as this can inject more venom into your skin.
Instead, use the edge of a credit card or your fingernail to scrape the stinger away.
Wash the area thoroughly with soap and water. Apply a cold compress or an ice pack
wrapped in a cloth to reduce swelling and pain. Over-the-counter pain relievers and
antihistamines can also help manage the discomfort and itching.

Signs of an Allergic Reaction

While most people only experience localized pain and swelling, some individuals are
highly allergic to insect venom. A severe allergic reaction, known as anaphylaxis, is a
medical emergency. Watch for the following signs:

e Difficulty breathing or swallowing

Swelling of the face, throat, or tongue

Dizziness, fainting, or a drop in blood pressure
e Hives or a rash spreading beyond the sting site

e Nausea, vomiting, or stomach cramps

When to Seek Medical Help

If you or someone else experiences any signs of an allergic reaction after a sting, call
911 or seek emergency medical care immediately. If the person has a prescribed
epinephrine auto-injector (EpiPen), use it right away. Even if you are not allergic, you
should seek medical attention if you sustain multiple stings (especially more than 10-
15), or if a sting occurs inside the mouth or throat, as swelling in these areas can
obstruct breathing.

When to Absolutely Call a Professional

While small, visible paper wasp nests can sometimes be handled safely by a prepared
homeowner, there are several situations where calling a professional pest control
service is the only safe and responsible choice:



1. Yellow Jacket Nests: As mentioned, ground-nesting yellow jackets are too
aggressive and numerous for safe DIY treatment.

2. Nests in Wall Voids or Attics: If wasps or bees have nested inside the structure of
your home, spraying the entrance hole will only drive them deeper inside. A
professional has the tools to safely penetrate the wall void and eliminate the
entire colony.

3. Large Nests: Any nest larger than a tennis ball poses a significant risk and should
be handled by experts.

4. Honey Bee Hives: Due to Florida regulations and the ecological importance of
bees, live removal by a specialized professional is required.

5. Allergies: If anyone in your household is allergic to stinging insects, you should
never attempt to treat a nest yourself. The risk of a life-threatening reaction is too
great.

Dealing with stinging insects in Florida’s lush environment requires caution, respect
for the ecosystem, and knowing your limits. If you’re in Palm Beach, Broward, Martin,
or St. Lucie County and need expert help, O’Hara Pest Control has been helping Florida
homeowners since 1973. Call 561-655-9011 or visit oharapestcontrol.com.



